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WSIS Forum 2021 SESSION 133: Bridging Digital Divides (Part 1) 

GITANJALI SAH: We would like to welcome all the participants who have joined us today, and 

without any further delay, I would like to invite the Secretary General of International 

Telecommunication Union, Mr. Houlin Zhao to please give his opening remarks.  Over to you, Mr. 

Zhao. 

 

HOULIN ZHAO: Very have, Gitanjali. 

 

Welcome you to the WSIS forum 2021.  Over this week, we will hear from the academia, civil 

society, and technical communities, on topics ranging from gender, and accessibility, and 

emerging technologies for sustainable development. 

 

The forum's new virtual mat has generated new opportunities and increased the participation, 

including from Samoa island developing states developing countries and the region and Latin 

America, we did not have high participation in the past. 
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The WSIS community is growing bigger, and your action can make a big difference, even more so 

at this time, when COVID-19 has reverse or stalled many of the developments. 

 

For example, I'm confident in the ability of this community to build the world back better in line 

with the WSIS Action Lines, and the UN sustainable development goals. 

 

Of course, none of this would be possible without the strong support of our partners, starting with 

ITU's co-organizers of the forum, UNESCO, UNTAD and all the participating agencies of our 

extended UN family. 

 

We have now more than 32 sister UN agencies, and that number keeps growing. 

 

I also want to express my sincere thanks to our partners and sponsors including our primary 

partners the United Arab Emirates, the kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Qatar.  Your commitment has 

been unwavering and for this, we are forever grateful. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, after more than two decades of remarkable achievement in terms of ICT 

development, improvement in capability is dangerously slowing down and the ICT services that 

have proved so essential since the start of the pandemic are still too expensive for too many 

around the world. 

 

The task before us is both to connect all the unconnected and to drive the development of new 

technologies, ranging from AI to 5G, that will be essential for advancing the WSIS Action Lines, and 

the UN sustainable development goals. 

 

What will be accomplished this week and during the rest of the forum?  We have important events 

in the months to come, including the UN High Level Political Forum, my hope is that we can 

continue to align the WSIS process, with the SDGs and use this momentum to strengthen the 

power of ICTs to cut the virus and hasten recovery across the world. 
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I look forward to our discussion, and the concrete outcomes that will come out of the high level 

track and I hope to see you all active online, networking, learning, and sharing.  And here the 17th 

of May for the final week of the WSIS Forum 2021. 

 

Of course, I'm more eager to see you personally, physically, in our future event next year. 

 

With this, I would like to turn it over to the deputy ministry of the digital development 

communications, and mass media of the Russia federation, Mr. Maxim Parshin, who will serve as 

chairman of the WSIS forum 2021.  I would like to thank Mr. Parshin and his team, in particular, 

Natalia, for their commitment and dedication towards this chairmanship.  I'm grateful for the 

chairman's guidance towards the 2021 WSIS Forum. 

 

He has been actively engaged in with my Deputy Secretary General Mr. Malcolm Johnson and the 

WSIS Secretariat in the past -- in the recent past.  He also had a virtual coffee with his team of 

high-level track facilitators last Friday, motivating them for this important task of conducting the 

high-level policy sessions successfully. 

 

So I also noted that today, this morning, he had rushed to his government to join a very important 

meeting but considered our openings very important.  So he's just managed to escape from that 

important meeting to join us for his opening remarks. 

 

So congratulations and thanks to Mr. Chairman. 

 

So I invite you now to please give your acceptance speech. 
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MAXIM PARSHIN: Thank you, Mr. Zhao. 

 

Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, greetings to all of you.  As a representative of the Russian 

Federation, I'm pleased to address you with gratitude for your trust and appointing me as a Chair 

of the WSIS Forum 2021. 

 

I would like to express my gratitude to the Secretary General of the International 

Telecommunication Union, Mr. Houlin Zhao and in particular, acknowledge his efforts to organize 

his forum as the platform for the change of noted experience, and best practices. 

 

I would like also to thank the forum coordinating team and the international agencies that are 

working closely to make the forum a success.  In a pandemic, the importance of the access to the -

- to telecommunication, ICTs, have grown more than ever. 

 

Despite the threat that 13 years ago, at the very beginning of this process, only 15% of the world's 

population had access to the Internet.  And now, 55% of the world's population has it.  

Nevertheless, the problem of the digital divide is not easy in the relevance as the connectivity has 

begun to decline. 

 

Despite the many negative consequences, the pandemic has undoubtedly become the engine of 

digital transformation around the world.  In Russia, during the pandemic, the transition of many 

administrative procedures in the online format accelerated.  Remote work of the government, 

executive authorities, government bodies and educational institutions were promptly reorganized. 

 

I am convinced that it is important to continue efforts to increase the WSIS Forum effectiveness 

since within this exact format representatives of all stakeholders can come together to watch, to 

identify trends, priorities and innovations to accelerate the implementation of the ICT for the 

Development Agenda. 

 



    - 5 - 

I would like to know that there is not so much time left to take stock of our -- of our activities and it 

is important to start preparation now for the UN G8 high level meeting that is dedicated to the 

implementation of these outcomes in 2025. 

 

It seems expedient to take advantage of the format of the multi-stakeholder preparatory 

platforms, C plus 10, which ensure their participation of all stakeholders on an equal basis. 

 

We obtained results, we will be experienced to use in the framework of the traditional 

intergovernmental process of preparation for the UN G8 high level meetings in 2025.  This 

approach will also make a significant contribution to the review of the implementation of the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

 

Thank you for your attention and wish all of us a successful WSIS Forum 2021.  Thank you. 

 

GITANJALI SAH: Thank you very much, Chairman, and congratulations to you, for being the 

Chairman of the WSIS Forum 2021. 

 

GITANJALI SAH: We would now like to start the high level policy session number one, "Bridging 

the Digital Divides."  And invite Ms. Olga Cavalli to please moderate the session, would is the high 

level track moderator for this session.  Over to you, Olga. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you.  Thank you very much, Gitanjali.  Good morning from Buenos Aires, 

I'm here in Latin America.  Good evening for everyone.  Welcome to the high level policy session 

number one entitled "Bridging Digital Divides."  This session is about access and use of the 

Internet in the world. 

 

About half of the world's people access and use the Internet, but the other half does not. 
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Enabling all the world's people to access and use the Internet and removing digital divides 

remains a challenge that needs to be addressed in the world community is to achieve the United 

Nations sustainable development goals by 2030. 

 

We also fully -- we are also fully aware that the benefits of the information technology revolution 

are today unevenly distributed between the developed and the developing countries and within 

societies.  We are fully committed to turning this digital divide into a digital opportunity for all, 

particularly for those who risk being left behind and being further marginalized. 

 

We -- I will read now some Rules of Procedure for our session.  For the smooth running of the 

session, the -- we would like to give some guidelines.  We will take questions through the Q&A 

option.  There will be a Q&A session at the end of the high level panel if the time permits.  Please 

note that during the event, participants' microphones should be muted.  The session is recorded 

and will be available on the event page of the WSIS website soon after the end of the virtual 

workshop.  Realtime human captioning is available at the session and the session is broadcast live 

on the WSIS process Facebook page. 

 

First, I would like to give the floor to WSIS Action Line facilitator Mr. Stephen Bereaux.  He's the 

deputy director of the International Telecommunication Union. 

 

Mr. Bereaux, the floor is yours. 

 

STEPHEN BEREAUX: Thank you.  Good morning and good afternoon and all distinguished 

panelists and colleagues, it's a pleasure to serve as the Action Line Facilitator as the opening level 

high level track.  As an introduction, I will briefly seek to outline the digital divide and highlight the 

Action Lines and the SDGs and provide a foundation for this conversation which I'm sure will be 

very exciting. 

 

In 2005, when the tracking of WSIS Action Lines began, and even through the redefinition, through 

successive WSIS Forums over the years and through the changes in the SDGs or the development 
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goals, few could have imagined the explosion in ICT accessibility that would take place over the 

last decade and a half, and I'm not sure anyone outside of the science fiction could have predicted 

the COVID-19 pandemic that halted the Flo ebb and halted international travel and restricted 

movement within our local communities. 

 

This pandemic has accelerated to an unprecedented level our shift to online engagement and 

made these 11 Action Lines even more critical for achievement of the sustainable development 

goals. 

 

The pandemic has brought the world to understand the importance of connectivity, and has given 

a boost to the work of ITU and other partners and other UN agencies to advance connectivity and 

the impact across all of the sustainable development goals. 

 

While many places in the world have access to exceptionally good connectivity and for this we are 

grateful, we should remind ourself that for almost half the world this is not the case.  As of 2019, 

3.7 billion people still had no access at all to the Internet, while billions more suffered and 

continue to suffer because access is not sufficiently meaningful, either fast or available to 

profoundly change their lives and this may be because of low bandwidth, high prices or lack of 

digital skills. 

 

COVID-19 has highlighted and made more important the need to close or eliminate the digital 

divide.  Whether it is the unconnected in Least Developed Countries, LLDCs, land locked 

developed countries and SIDs and those who work in rural areas, even sometimes in developed 

countries, women, persons with disabilities or Indigenous populations, digital divides still persist 

and people are unable to connect or connect meaningfully and participate in our online work. 

 

Before 2019, the need for connectivity was well understood as an enabler for better, more fulfilled 

lives and enhanced development, and we at ITU and other agencies worked to achieve the 

promise of WSIS as a key enabler for the SDGs.  In the almost exactly one year since the impact of 

COVID became felt globally, we have now come to understand that these Action Lines and the 
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impact on the SDGs are a lifeline for most of the world.  In our pandemic state, most people who 

lack connectivity cannot engage at all. 

 

Daily we praise the wonderful things that ICTs have done, for keeping us connected socially and 

economically but we must lament the situation of those who still do not access to education, 

economic endeavors, social life, because of gaps in connectivity.  This digital divide must be our 

focus as we continue to work toward achievement of the sustainable development goals through 

the WSIS Action Lines. 

 

More than ever before, lack of connectivity can have long-term generational impact on those who 

cannot access education, economic opportunity or access healthcare and their families because 

their broadband link is now the only link that matters. 

 

In 2020, ITU has continued and enhanced our work to achieving all WSIS Action Lines and our 

understanding of how this impacts the delivery of the sustainable development goals even though 

we too have been impacted by the need to conduct our work online. 

 

My brief overview does not allow me go into detail how my colleagues will highlight ITU's work 

towards each Action Line to further achievement of the SDGs.  So with that, I close and thank you 

for the opportunity to be part of this forum.  Thank you very much, and back to you. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you.  Thank you very much, Mr. Stephen Bereaux.  Thank you very much 

for your remarks.  Following with our program, I will give the floor now to our distinguished high 

level participants.  Let me remind you that I will do two questions together to each of you, and you 

will have five minutes to respond to each question. 

 

So I would like to start with Her Excellency, Ms. Masuma Khawari.  Minister of the ministry of 

communications and information technology of Afghanistan.  Her Excellency, what are the 

initiatives of the government of Afghanistan in bridging the digital divide within the country and 
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how the government and private sector partnerships mitigate the challenges caused by the digital 

divide.  Her Excellency, the floor is yours. 

 

MASOOMA KHAWARI: Okay.  I want to convey my greetings, and respect to the organizers and 

attendees in this forum.  The Excellency, Mr. Parshin, and Mr. Zhao, and Mr. Bereaux and my 

colleagues at the forum. 

 

Good evening to all of you from Afghanistan.  I am truly honored to be present in this forum and it 

is an excellent opportunity to discuss the significant challenge in the ICT sector and particularly to 

address the digital divide challenges. 

 

I suppose we put a little bit the existing and the upcoming challenges through our mutual efforts.  

The Afghanistan of technological advancement on human life and how it changes and brings more 

levels of human benefit invalues education, industry, agriculture, and health enabled, and yet it 

continues to expand furthermore. 

 

Afghanistan has been deprived with such technological progress, hence there is an urgent need 

that such determinants such like technical, infrastructurial, geographical, age, skill or gender 

factors be alleviated. 

 

Providing these two elements helps to solve our society's problems and reduce the digital divide.  

One -- number one, more affordable Internet price and; and number two, digital literacy.  In recent 

years, we have made some efforts to reduce the digital divide in Afghanistan, for instance. 

 

Number one, ministry of communication and IT developed the digital literacy promotion strategy, 

and they work on national digital transformation in the -- is in progress.  And number two, the 

6,000 kilometers is installed all over Afghanistan that covers many provinces.  Moreover, we 

intend to connect the remaining provinces and by the means MCIT would be able to provide the 

basis for a fast, reliable and cheap Internet connection. 
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Number three, additionally, the establishment of more experience, and connectivity of 

government offices, hospitals, and schools across the country are among our priorities. 

 

Number four, thousands of people especially the young generation, have been encouraged and 

implored to pursue careers in IT and community fields with the assistance of the ITU and all the 

international partners. 

 

We also plan to bring significant improvement to the curriculums and the schools and enrich the 

higher education programs so it complies with global -- global standards. 

 

And now the fifth point, many training sessions were held to promote digital literacy and gender in 

the ICT sectors and MCIT plans to encourage such establishment.  And by the respect of our 

awareness about the digital divide, and the provision of solutions and guidelines for it, we could 

decrease this gap and promote a better digital life for our fellow citizens. 

 

So concerning your second question, so of the important challenges, caused by the digital divide 

include digital literacy, lack of access to the Internet, priority, high cost, for Internet access and lack 

of reliable Internet partnership.  The telecom industry can be one of the most effective strategies 

to bridge the digital divide, because no company cannot benefit from the monopoly of industry 

and with the provision of such an environment, the government can encourage competition 

among different telecom companies. 

 

MCIT is on the work of signing an MOU with the investment, facilitation that you need so that 

more opportunities are provided regarding the public/private partnership in the development of 

the ICT sector. 

 

And such cooperation can help us connect provides through national cooperation and private 

MOUs. 
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Last, to conclude my speech, mitigate the digital divide challenges is essential for the promotion of 

the democracies sustainable development high literacy levels, economic prosperity and social 

group, especially in Afghanistan to bridge the digital divide, it's crucial to ensure people have 

access to -- for the available Internet and Internet enabled devices and this is the basis for 

achieving the -- this level of digital literacy.  This is our region, and we are committed to delivering 

it to succeed. 

 

I hope that we get all the support from our international partners in that regards. 

 

Thank you. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you.  Thank you very much, Her Excellency, Ms. Khawari for your excellent 

remarks and now I will give the floor to Mr. Sanjay Dhotre, the union mister of the state of 

education, communications and electronics and information technology, ministry of 

communications, India. 

 

You have different geographic terrains, remote, rural and island areas.  How is India addressing 

these challenges through policies and programs in a holistic manner.  The floor is yours, Your 

Excellency. 

 

SANJAY DHOTRE: His Excellency, Mr. Houlin Zhao, secretary of ITU, Excellencies, dignitaries and 

other distinguished members from other Member States.  My greetings, namaste, to all of you.  At 

the outset, I would like to congratulate ITU for hosting this session on bridging the digital divides 

as part of the WSIS summit forum 2021.  I would also like to express my sincere thanks to ITU for 

this opportunity to share India's view on a very high level team on bridging the digital divides. 

 

We recognize the role of ICT as an important tool for transformation of industry promotion and 

included economic growth and the national economies to meet the sustainable development 

goals that is the LD Cs.  We can do that and it is necessary to grant the access and the connectivity 

to people living in rural areas spread across different geographies and areas. 
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As well as persons with disabilities.  India has an allotment of resilient and ICTs in line with our 

national digital telecommunications policy 2018. 

 

Excellencies, during the COVID-19 pandemic, it has given us an opportunity to yield that 

information and communication technology, in robust, reliable and the basic communication 

services.  So there are several challenges in large country like I can't.  We have several policy initial 

-- like India.  We have several policy initiatives.  We have to manage the situation to have solutions 

such as monitor and a lot the status of the citizens.  We have targeted messaging in a specific area, 

work from home and work from anywhere, to help the ICTs across the country participate. 

 

Division of our honorable Prime Minister, is to -- the vision of our honorable Prime Minister, is to 

have the infrastructure, our flagship program, is aimed at connecting the unconnected into errly 

600,000 villages are being connected through more than 4,000 -- 400,000 kilometers of fiber cable. 

 

Through use of satellite communication services and cable network, more than remote villages 

are being connected and other inaccessible and difficult areas are being connected through newer 

cell service opportunities. 

 

I'm happy to share that under these initiatives, nearly half of the villages are already connected, 

and there is progress. 

 

I also plan to share that establishment of the ITU area office and innovation center in India is in 

the final state which will provide immense opportunities for academia, the SMEs and start-ups 

from our developing countries in this region to actually participate in the development of digital 

technologies to the rural and remote areas which will help to bridge the digital advice. 

 

India is proud to share our best practices for the growth of ICTs, and achieve our objective of 

meeting the sustainable development goals. 
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Thank you once again. 

 

Namaste. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Apologies.  Thank you very much.  Thank you very much, especially for keeping 

the time so well and for your relevant remarks. 

 

Now, let me give the floor to or next high level panelist, His Excellency, Mr. Hajymyrat 

Hudayguliyev, chairman of the Turkmen communications agency of Turkmenistan. 

 

Your mission on bridging the digital divide.  What projects are seen for the implementation of the 

digital economy in the agency, Turkmen aragatnaskyk. 

 

The WSIS team will play the subtitles on slides in the English language so you can follow his speech.  

His Excellency, the floor is yours. 
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OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you very much, His Excellency for your relevant remarks.  Am I muted?  No, 

I'm not muted.  Now let me give the floor to Ms. Jenfan Muswere, with Zimbabwe.  His Excellency.  

What lessons has Zimbabwe drawn from the COVID-19 area about the digital divide, and what 

would you recommend to other administrations so they would be better prepared in the event of 

future pandemics in terms of access to broadband services by their citizens.  The floor is yours, Mr. 

Muswere. 

 

JENFAN MUSWERE: Thank you.  We learn many lessons about COVID-19 about the digital divide, 

irrespective of whether the digital divide is between countries, people of different backgrounds 

and genders, rural populations or institutions, COVID-19 has meant people and business are 

relying more on technologies, governments, households, hospitals, businesses and schools, 

among other institutions, were getting by reasonably with moderate technologies, through 

January and February of 2020. 

 

Then came the COVID-19 pandemic and everything changed and so did our concept of the digital 

divides.  We have drawn a number of lessons from our experience during COVID-19.  Firstly, we 

learned that every member of society now needed a computer to lead a semblance of 

comfortable and normal life. 
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Secondly, that it had become imperative to bridge the digital divide, between the haves and have 

nots and reliability Internet service, coupled with appropriate skills to be a requisite.  Communal 

access points that previously assisted with bridging the main digital divide of access became of 

limited use due to social distancing rules, and restricted movements and lockdowns, as well as the 

risk of users getting infected by COVID-19 due to the shared use of gadgets. 

 

The lessons multiplied, but I can only cover a few here due to limited time and these are 

unprecedented closure of schools revealed a serious digital divide between not only students 

from more affluent and less affluent families, but between better electronically resourced learning 

institutions who quickly switched to online instruction and those less electronically resourced who 

struggled to do so.  Discrepancies of level of access to ICTs between students, created a digital 

divide between students from the same schools.  In terms of health, many people would 

developed other illness became afraid of visiting doctors or seeking treatment from hospitals for 

the fear of having COVID-19.  Those with access to connectivity resorted to online consultations 

with their doctors, while those without could not, giving rise to digital exclusion in health which is 

another digital divide. 

 

COVID-19 made online shopping for groceries and other basic necessities even more necessary.  

Those with access to ICTs moved on to online shopping for necessities and those without access 

could not, and that became a digital divide of significance. 

 

On the social and religious services and other social amenities, we shared all of these 

accommodation, people from different backgrounds.  Now in the wake of the lackdown, and 

movement restrictions, only accommodated those with access to the internet, through virtual 

means, thereby creating a spiritual, religious digital divide. 

 

One that would have far reaching consequences on some people's mental health.  The digital 

divide between businesses that are more technologically empowered and small business, which 

had access to technologies became very pronounced in terms of the production marketing and 

service delivery, let alone access to ICT enabled customers.  The biggest lesson learned was that 

COVID-19, and subsequent pandemic was derailing to meeting the sustainable development goals 
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on eradicating poverty, hunger, good health and well being.  Quality education reduced inequality 

and work and economic growth as everything had become virtual. 

 

And the world, including Zimbabwe had basketball caught by surprise and the need to be better 

prepared next time. 

 

To be better prepared for the future, Zimbabwe is extending the broadband infrastructure across 

the whole country, and with unveiled and eLearning strategy that is strengthing its e-health 

delivery systems as well.  To this end, more telecommunications to our sites have been 

constructed for expansion and in order to optimize the mobile network by setting up 1,187 sites 

for the deployment of 2G, 3G, 4G and 5G services.  1,500 schools are set to be equipped with 

eLearning equipment and connectivity.  1,700 health centers and 20 local authorities are set to be 

connected.  16 smart agriculture projects are expected to be funded, all in 2021.  This is all 

recommendation therefore, that every administration needs to understand that we have not seen 

the last of the pandemics.  They are contagious nature makes isolation of people an integral need. 

 

Every country needs to develop robust telecommunications infrastructure that serves every part 

of the country so that no citizen will ever be left unconnected in terms of pandemics.  That there is 

need for greater cooperation among neighboring countries in the ITU community in order to 

achieve the economies of skill in developing ICTs, that the focus should be in connecting every 

citizen, rather than a few privileged communities, that it takes innovative policy making and a 

robust broadband plan such as the one developed by our countries Zimbabwe to connect all of its 

people.  Zimbabwe will leave no stone unturned as it seeks to digitally transform itself and so 

should other administrations. 

 

The time for individual connecting selected people is over.  As one of our sayings in Zimbabwe, 

you and I have a job to do.  Let us roll up our sleeves and connect the unconnected. 

 

Thank you. 

 



    - 25 - 

OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you.  Thank you very much, His Excellency, Jenfan Muswere for your 

important remarks. 

 

Now let me give the floor to His Excellency, Mr. Sattar Hashemi, with the Ministry of Information 

and Communication technology, of Islamic Republic of Iran. 

 

As a matter of information technology has had an immense impact like employment, income, 

inflation, and wage levels. 

 

From a communications perspective, how do you consider the role of governments to fairly offer 

opportunities for growth and development?  And could you I numerate the most important 

actions of your country to eliminate digital inequalities and divide, what in turn could improve 

national literacy as the main pillar of sustainable development? 

 

His Excellency, the floor is yours. 

 

SATTAR HASHEMI: Thanks, Dr. Olga Cavalli.  His Excellency, Mr. Zhao, His Excellency, Mr. Parshin, 

distinguished guests and ladies and gentlemen.  First of all, I have the congratulation Mr.  

 

Salaam,.  I hope this new year will bring peace, prosperity and friendship for people all around the 

world. 

 

Concerning the first concern, information technology is a fundamental driver of the economy and 

a key factor in the development of the regions.  It affects macro economic values such as growth, 

employment, income, inflation, and wage level. 
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The growth and the allotment of information technologies offer a variety of opportunity in the 

field of education, business, and job creation; whereas, unsustainable development of technology 

can result in digital inequality and deprivation. 

 

For example, people would don't have access to high-speed Internet are deprived of many 

different educational facilities, and as a result, will not have the necessary knowledge and skills to 

enter the labor market.  We believe that government needs to have proper strategic plan and 

reasonable investments to eliminate digital inequality in this area. 

 

First, access indicates the ease of access to technology resources and providing quality and stable 

access to these technologies.  Technology equipment, and services also need to be affordable.  

Governments are to facilitate access to communication and technology in various geographical 

sectors such as urban and rural in a fair manner.  They have to update themselves as well. 

 

Governments must plan for the strengthening and the growth of people, digital literacy, through 

various media.  In this regard, government needs -- governments need to work together with 

universities to advance the skills to create value in this area. 

 

It should be noted that this training and high quality and also valuable information should be 

available to all members of society regardless of geographical, gender, race, and age group 

differences. 

 

Obviously, the moral code of using technologies is very important, because it raises several issues 

such as security issues, privacy and so on, that needs to be considered as well. 

 

Concerning the second question, all citizens in Iran have either 3G or 4G coverage, and the 

development of 5G technology has been started in Iran as well. 
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In the meantime, we have accomplished country-wide development of network capacity and 

broadband Internet to more than 90% of villages and populations more than 100 persons. 

 

This project has launched in the form of universal service obligations.  We deeply believe that the 

economic problems should not hinder the continuation of education and hence during corona 

pandemic, we provided all students and teachers free of charge Internet access by participation of 

operators, providing these services. 

 

The development of the of eGovernment for equal access of people to government service is 

another project that we have been seriously implemented in the last few years.  According to the 

United Nations, our country's position in eGovernment development index, EGDI has improved by 

17 places over the past four years. 

 

Preparing ourself for industry, increasing the growth of data in recent years and possibility of 

sharing them has provided new opportunity and benefits for start-ups, business organizations to 

come up with wiser strategic decisions.  For this reason, promoting the culture of open data and 

data sharing is one of the policies that we have seriously pursued. 

 

Thank you so much for your kind attention. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you.  Thank you very much, His Excellency, Mr. Hashemi, for your 

important remarks and considering the five minutes of your time.  Now let me give the floor to Mr. 

Chenda Thong with the telecommunications regulator of Cambodia.  Mr. Chairman, welcome.  

What is the situation of digital divide in Cambodia and what is your perspective on binge bridging 

the digital divide in Cambodia? 

 

CHENDA THONG: Thank you distribution Cavalli.  His Excellency, Houlin Zhao, the secretary of 

general of ITU, His Excellency, Mr. Maxim Parshin, the chairman of the WSIS Forum 2021, Your 

Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen. 
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It is a great honor and a pleasure for me to attend the WSIS forum 2021's high level interactive 

policy session.  This is the first time for me to represent Cambodia as the telecommunications 

regulator. 

 

Distinguished Delegates, in today's telecommunications, ICT has become remarkably pervasive, 

playing a crucial role in every part of our lives. 

 

It has been an influential factor in enabling countries to achieve social economic growth thus 

pushing governments to adopt the new Digital Agenda and policies.  This has become even more 

prominent during the COVID-19 pandemic, however, the question remains particularly on the 

digital divides between the more and the less connected countries, communities and people. 

 

For the question number one, Cambodia communications market has entered the post 4G era 

with 4G penetration rates exceeding the 70% and data usage expanding 25gb usage.  At the end 

of 2020, the telecommunications regulator of Cambodia records over 16 million total Internet 

subscriptions, which is equivalent to 101% population penetration rate 98.95% of the 

subscriptions are contributed to by mobile Internet subscriptions. 

 

Breaking down into localities, a gap of access to mobile 4G service between the city and rural 

communities is evident.  For instance, the mobile 4G service penetration rate at 204%, comparing 

to the average of the 33% for people living in the foremost remote eastern provinces of the 

kingdom. 

 

For the question number two, the policymakers and the regulators should focus on priority on the 

Digital Agenda at the highest level possible.  Some action items to be reviewed continue to 

improve the access to telecommunications, ICT infrastructure regardless of the quality of 

infrastructure in the country.  People, particularly those in rural areas cannot easily access it due 

to the cost, awareness of the benefits of Internet, ICTs, and the lack of the last mile coverage.  

Mobile broadband service which tends to be cheaper than the fixed broadband service has 

increased rapidly and provided the most common means of accessing the Internet and online 

services.  Broaden the pool of telecommunications, ICT literate people, telecommunications, ICT 
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literacy should be promoting the citizen's capability for managing, learning, analyzing and creating 

information. 

 

Second, provide a cooperation mechanism among the concerned ministries, institutions to 

diversify telecommunications, ICTs, curriculums for education, secondary education, primary 

education, and vocational training education.  And third, raise awareness on the 

telecommunications ICT benefits who are all individuals expressing to do and through workshop 

and publication or by other methods across the whole division. 

 

Thank you very much for your kind attention. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you.  Thank you very much, Mr. Thong for your remarks, and let me give 

the floor now to Dr. Jacek Oko, he's the president of the office of electronic communications of 

Poland.  Mr. Oko, welcome. 

 

Dr. Oko, as the world recovers and adjusts to the new normal created by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

We have observed higher level of demand for broadband speed and more urgent need to keep 

people safe and new innovative services for function of society what actions have been and 

should be taken by regulators to ensure the connectivity for all and what are the actions 

undertaken by the regulatory in Poland, UTE, aimed at bridging the digital divide and supporting 

all vulnerable groups, for example, children in the learning process and thus reducing the negative 

impact of the pandemic on the education.  Thank you for being with us.  The floor is yours. 

 

JACEK OKO: Thank you, new chairman, Excellencies and ladies and gentlemen.  Good afternoon, 

everyone. 

 

Thank you for inviting me.  The COVID-19 has impacted all spheres of our life, although it has a 

significant impact on electronic communication markets.  At the beginning of the pandemic, the 

demand for digital services increased and consequent little the requests of capacity for electronic 

communications networks rose significantly. 
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In Poland, in March 2020, operators observed a significant increase in the number and duration of 

voice calls, over 40%.  As well as in data transmission over 30%.  Compared to the pre-pandemic 

months of 2020. 

 

Connectivity has been crucial for companies, as well as for individuals in all age categories.  At the 

beginning of the pandemic, it was critical to maintain functionality of networks.  Later, when the 

stability of networks was preserved, the increased demand and use of networks and services was 

the new norm for all users. 

 

The crisis has proved that activities of all stakeholders, policy regulators, regional and 

international organizations, are very important to properly react for this critical situation.  In 

Poland, UTE, as a regulator, has cooperated with the industry to guarantee service continues, for 

more and remove the network of -- we have also participated monitor launched by the European 

Commission to monitor the connectivity in Europe.  We work together with our ministry of digital 

affairs and the companies that represent industry, signed a special agreement and based that we 

cooperated in the protection of Internet usage against Phishing, including for personal data. 

 

Operators in Poland have applied exceptional measures such as increased of data caps extended 

and voice payments for elderly people, special free broadband Internet access offers for teachers 

and healthcare professionals or improved electronic communications between providers and end 

users. 

 

In addition, UTE has launched special consumer awareness campaigns, of digital usage and 

informing about their benefits.  The pandemic has made it important, played a very important role 

in maintaining the functionality of the network and the development.  Broadband and very high 

capacity networks which are capable of dealing with increased needs of users. 

 

The advanced fixed networks should be complimented by new 5G mobile network. 
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In some countries, mobile networks are extensively used and have proved to work efficiently 

during the pandemic.  5G development is in Poland is our high priority.  The pandemic has shown 

that there are still actions to be taken to improve connectivity. 

 

There is need to investment for deployment of high capacity networks and deployment of new 5G 

networks.  But what we discussed about the education, it's very specific situation.  Last year, 

brought positive change noticed by 72% consumers in Poland.  For instance, increase in the 

number of offers and dynamic development of emerging technologies. 

 

The pandemic has showed one aspect of the digital divide.  On the household, connected to very 

high capacity net worthy are not digitally excluded.  Such network are capable of dealing with 

increased needs of a typical household and are necessary in order to enable remote work as well 

as online remote education. 

 

That's why we as UKE it goes beyond support for development of the infrastructure, keeping the 

quality of service.  An important part of the UKE's actions are educational campaigns aimed at 

keeping people active and safe online. 

 

Special education is dedicated to children and teachers would need to be equipped with digital 

skills necessary to continue teaching and learning in a safe way. 

 

According to the survey, almost 60% of teachers agreed to document and there is too much 

inappropriate content on the Internet.  That's why we as the UKE continue its online training 

session for children on safety and Internet. 

 

Additionally, we started to organize teachers who will be training this, and discuss with teachers 

things such as hate speech and game addictions or technologies that the teacher can share with 

students. 
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In my opinion, WSIS Forum is an important platform for discussion and I hope that we will be able 

to meet personally in general next year. 

 

Thank you for your attention. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you.  Thank you, Dr. Oko for your important remarks.  Let me give the floor 

to Dr. Salma Abbasi.  She's chairperson and the CEO of eWorldwide Group.  Welcome Salma.  Dr. 

Abbasi, how has the pandemic impacted the digital divide and how can governments and other 

stakeholders across the widening digital divide? -- address the widening digital divide. 

 

SALMA ABBASI: Let me begin by thanking the ITU, Chairman Zhao, Your Excellency, the WSIS 

Chair, honorable ministers, ladies and gentlemen, good afternoon.  The coronavirus pandemic has 

helped to spread the uptake of digital technologies. 

 

We have all seen the absorption of technology in every sector.  It has caused governments to 

rethink its priorities, companies to change their strategies, and people to change the way they 

socialize. 

 

The results of this shift has caused large corporations and the tech industry, Facebook, Amazon, 

Apple and NetFlix, to name a few to become big winners, however, it's also highlighted significant 

cracks in our infrastructure, in our rural connectivity, in the cost of our connectivity, and the data 

and the information security and accuracy. 

 

The profiteering from people's personal data, data -- digital identity and the gaps in data 

protection and security. 

 

Accessibility for all people are making difficult decisions today whether we shoe buy food or pay 

for the Internet.  The disconnected people are getting further and further, and the lack of trust in 
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government is causing us to have an imbalance with the benefits that the digital transformation 

could bring. 

 

So what should governments do?  We need to think globally, and act locally.  We need to form 

strategic alliances with systems and countries that have worked and proven to be successful 

during the pandemic.  Understanding how technology can build trust.  There's great examples that 

can be seen with South Korea, with Estonia and with India's Atari system, we need to build 

confidence in our people.  We need to have and identify what is our country's USP, and exploit 

and promote that with entrepreneurs, start-ups and SMEs, creating the opportunity and the 

landscape for promoting human-centric policies, policy reforms, and laws and regulations that can 

keep our populations safe from exploitation, from addictions, but more importantly, ensure that 

we can bridge the digital divide for the informal sector, for the women and for the people with 

disadvantages and disabilities.  And more importantly, we have to address and build strategies to 

look at the people who are actually stateless and hopeless, migrants and refugees.  They need to 

be brought into the system to be able to benefit in the rebuilding strategies. 

 

We also need to think creatively about how do we find money?  I know that the regulators and the 

development banks and agencies have got together to create more ways to finance development 

and rebuilding efforts, but there's an opportunity for us to create new digital tax that are 

proportional to the profit taking that's happening with the Monday itization of our data.  With 

these additional resources we can accelerate the SDGs and claw back what we have lost.  We need 

to have public/private/people partnerships focusing on the skills and the expertise that we as our 

own natural resources. 

 

We need to develop and reexamine our human development plans, and ensure that component 

of digital awareness and knowledge and skills and innovation is from kindergarten, and secondary 

and primary, and universities.  We need to create a critical component for enabling 

entrepreneurship and risk taking environment.  We need to allow people to fail so that they can 

be creative, be innovative.  We have an example of a program we have even launched in the UK 

which is called WIT for SDGs.  Women in technology to Bridget digital divide.  It's not unique to 

developing countries.  This is an issue that is global.  So we need to be able to find ways to enable 

personal, digital empowerment, economic empowerment.  Leveraging of what India has done with 

SAGs and so there's a circle of trust between a grandmother, a daughter and a granddaughter.  

This will help to fast track the digital skills and the rebuilding that is required to ensure that 
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everybody can safely and securely engage.  Similarly, we have an initiative for SDGs creating 

individual industry clusters in the rural area, using green technology across the entire agricultural 

ecosystem which we are going in Nigeria. 

 

This is the only way that we can build back better, inclusively and create resiliency for humanity 

and keep us all safe and secure.  Thank you very much. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you.  Thank you very much, Dr. Salma Abbasi for your remarks and for 

keeping the time. 

 

Now, let me give the floor to Ms. Clarisse Iribagiza, she's founder and CEO of HeHe.  The mission 

of the company is to digitize Africa's trade ecosystem.  Can you tell us how you are going about it 

and how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected your plans and objectives?  And as part of your 

activities, you dedicate time to support rural communities and women.  In 2019, you have been 

nominated as an advocate for women.  What can help bridge the digital divide for all? 

 

CLARISSE IRIBAGIZA: Thank you.  Thank you for having me, Dr. Houlin Zhao, and the 

distinguished panelists and guests that are here, thank you.  So. 

 

As mentioned, I founded HeHe ten years ago, and this was a result of two trends that we saw 

happening in Rwanda, where we are based.  The first being the availability of mobile phones for 

about 80% of our population, and the second being nationwide connectivity, where about 90% of 

our country was connected to broadband Internet. 

 

And this opportunity for us was -- gave us the chance to digitize businesses, to optimize supply 

chains and enabling businesses to tech their consumers -- to connect their consumers more 

efficiently. 
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However, during the COVID-19 pandemic, with all the growth of eCommerce which was over 30% 

of our consumers getting online and businesses getting online, the COVID pandemic revealed 

major weaknesses in our supply chain, especially for critical goods, consumer goods, 

pharmaceuticals and food.  And this for us caused us to double down on some of the work that 

we are already doing in the agriculture supply chain and we asked ourselves how can we build 

more resilient, agriculture supply chains.  We had $48 billion lost in post-harvest losses.  When 

borders closed and food could not move from farmlands, this issue of post-harvest losses more 

than doubled across the country and across the continent. 

 

So the work that we did during the pandemic and how this really changed the strategy for our 

business was to, again, focus on the agriculture supply chain and the majority of those being 

women, where we digitales the funds and we started an initiative called abandoned villages which 

essentially are connected agricultural collection points allowing for farmers and their farmlands to 

be digitized but also to access high volume markets which was really critical and this was never 

tools in eCommerce that we had readily available. 

 

And for us this was an opportunity to work with over 6,000 farmers and really, put a dent in the 

issue of post-harvest losses that we have been trying to address over the last couple of years. 

 

And to respond to the second question, how can we unlock the potential for all living in the digital 

economy.  The first is coming one demand-drive than makes Internet access a viable -- a viable 

business option for a lot of the Internet service providers. 

 

So like I briefly touched on the abandoned villages, where we have created this model allowing for 

Internet service providers to see as a viable option for them to connect the last mile, where before 

it was simply something that they looked at as charity or it doesn't make business sense.  So this is 

some.  Initiatives that I see could have an impact on having rural communities and youth and 

women to participate in the digital economy, and the second is something that a lot of my fellow 

panelists have spoken about, which is, you know, equipping -- equipping people with the relevant 

digital skills but in particular, I want to highlight youth and women with the relevant digital skills 

for them to participate in the digital economy.  With untad, we have been able to equipment to 

trade online and during the pandemic, this is something that we have been able to do much more 



    - 36 - 

increasely, but also youth are a critical component.  How do we equip youth with on demand skills 

to come up with innovations. 

 

We on say that they are the future of our economy.  How can we equip them with the relevant 

skills that they need to bring about these innovations and the most important component of this 

last point is continuing to support these innovations that bridge the digital divide, whether it's 

through platforms like this, what UNGTAD is doing to be able available to scale and have a much 

greater impact.  So thank you so much for having me here today. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you.  Thank you very much, Clarisse for your remarks and congratulations 

for your successful activities in your country and region. 

 

And now we have had all the remarks from our panelists.  I have some general comments.  I took 

some notes from your important comments and I -- I noted that, for example, every citizen should 

have access and should be no privileged ones. 

 

We have to think globally and not locally.  We have to build confidence among the users the 

Internet.  We have to promote public and private partnerships, perhaps focus in on the spirit of 

the WSIS Forum which is multi-stakeholders, where all the stakeholders are working together 

towards something better. 

 

And also, the remarks about the gender divide, which through COVID pandemic have also been, 

perhaps, more challenging time for women, that had to be at home with kids and unpaid work at 

home.  So the digital divide perhaps has been an issue for women in this pandemic, COVID-19 

times. 

 

And I would like, perhaps to ask some questions to our panelists about the digital inclusion to 

people with special needs, to the Internet and to access to content.  Perhaps some of our experts -

- and high level panelists could address that question and some examples of how ICTs have been 

used for COVID response.  Maybe you can raise your hand and you can answer those questions. 
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Who would like to start? 

 

I don't see you all.  Now I can see you all. 

 

Maybe Stephen, you have some comments about the activities for people with special needs to 

access the Internet? 

 

STEPHEN BEREAUX: Thank you.  Thank you, Olga.  I was going to allow the other panelists to 

respond, but within ITU, there are a number of activities ongoing, both in terms of special needs, 

both in respect of our capacity building initiatives and, you know, the issue of closing the digital 

divide generally for all relevant -- for all groups has been an ongoing work for ITU.  And between 

the -- sorry, give me one second.  Just trying to find some of the examples to be specific. 

 

But the -- the key issue, really is that we last measured the Information Society in 2019 in terms of 

the information about the connectivity.  One of the very interesting issues that's coming up is how 

has the last year and a half actually changed for -- for -- for connectivity generally.  We are talking 

about 3.7 million unconnected at the end of 2019.  And we know that 2020 has been a significant 

year for changes within that -- within that area. 

 

In relation to persons with disabilities specifically, we are -- we have a number of initiatives in BDT 

through our connectivity, our digital inclusion team.  And it is -- they focus on connectivity for the -

- for persons with disabilities, as well as gender, closing the gender gap.  I would have to get some 

colleagues to come in to give me some more information.  Unfortunately, it's not at my fingertips 

at the moment. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Thank you.  I commend the ITU, especially the development bureau, especially all 

the activities that are doing about the gender divide and bringing women into the ICT world.  I 

know that Dr. Salma Abbasi wants to make some remarks.  Dr. Salma, the floor is yours. 
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SALMA ABBASI: Thank you very much.  Olga, I think nicely capacity networks capsulated.  I think 

you raised a wonderful, wonderful point about people with disabilities.  Technology can and has 

been used in very small pockets to engage people with disabilities and I think the speech-to-text, 

things for people with deafness and varying degrees of blindness are able -- captions we all use. 

 

But what we have noted and I I'm wanting to bring this as a recommendations to government is 

that when -- when the notices and information was coming out for the pandemic, none of these 

things were actually used.  If you watch for first three months last year, governments were just 

communicating without taking into consideration the people with special needs and mental health 

issues.  So they were the ones would actually didn't know and when they were in lockdown, they 

didn't understand what was actually happening. 

 

So technology can accelerate these forms of communications, but what needs to happen is that 

government actually has to have a more holistic approach in how they deliver the policies, and 

how the policies are implemented and think think we experienced a big gap from taking from the 

paper to actually the grass roots. 

 

Thank you. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: You raise an interesting comment.  Sometimes we -- especially I -- I do some 

activities about bringing more women into the Internet and also more women being engineers, 

because I'm an engineer.  And we think this is a good opportunity for careers for women and 

there's a lot of talking and sometimes we don't see much actions. 

 

SALMA ABBASI: Yes, exactly. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: So what we have been trying at the local level is to go from speaking to concrete 

actions in bringing women in the ICT world and see specially STEM education because we consider 
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it's necessary for development, and also it's a relevant issue for -- women can develop an 

international career with payments. 

 

Any other comments from our distinguished panelists?  Any other remarks you would like to add? 

 

As an example of helping disabled people, we have in Latin America, a very nice project which is a 

library for blind.  It's a library with books that are -- they become audio books, and it has 

thousands of different books and they have also several places in Latin America where they teach 

blind and visually disabled people to use a computer with this, and it's a fantastic project.  We're 

very proud of supporting it with our local ISOC chapter of Argentina. 

 

Any other comments and remarks from panelists? 

 

STEPHEN BEREAUX: If I may come back in, Olga. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Sure. 

 

STEPHEN BEREAUX: So the issues -- apologies.  I was thinking along the wrong lines.  I think one 

the issues about when we look at accessibility generally, accessibility and the digital divides, we 

have to make sure that each initiative is targeted to specific groups specifically. 

 

So the issue of having -- we say we want connectivity and we count connectivity and we measure 

connectivity, but if we don't specifically target each group and it's not just we have -- we have 

accessibility issues for persons with special needs.  Special needs could be Indigenous groups it 

could be people would live in specific parts of countries.  I saw a question in the chat discussed 

how even in developed countries, there are rural areas of connectivity that are significantly 

challenges. 
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So what happens is we often lose sight or take our eyes off the balls on specific issues.  We have 

done the general connectivity.  We now tend very often to refer to LDCs, LLDCs and SI Ds as 

needing special needs.  We are no longer in a stage where ICT connectivity is a nice to have.  It is a 

must.  We are almost at the stage of -- I heard various commentators speak to ICT connectivity, it's 

getting closer to something that we should consider as a right. 

 

Even before we get there, focusing on specific -- specific groups is critical. 

 

So ITU, we have, for example, our accessibility series, accessible Americas, accessible Europe, that 

have focused for many decades, many years, about a decade, I think on the specific targeted 

initiatives.  But these now have to be mainstreamed as the key conversation.  So that those who 

can't be part of this great forum, because they just don't have the kind of connectivities needed 

and very often we even find that can be in ITU's own meetings, we have people at all levels of 

society, in many countries that cannot connect fully and meaningfully to these conversations. 

 

OLGA CAVALLI: Many thanks for your comments, Stephen. 

 

They are relevant and also we have come to the end of our session.  We have summarized and 

tried to address all the questions and comments that we had.  Many thanks to our panelists, 

distinguished colleagues and high level panelists that were with us this morning, for me, and many 

thanks to WSIS.  They are great and they gave me all the elements and guidance to do this -- to do 

this moderation. 

 

Let me remind you that the final summary will be provided during the high level track of the 

chairman scheduled been Thursday, May 20 at 15 to 1600 Central European time.  And the 

recording of the high level panel will be available on the WSIS Forum 2021 website after the 

session.  Let me wish you health, a lot of success.  Have a rest of the event with success, and send 

you my regards from my city Buenos Aires, Argentina.  I hope you find that session interesting and 

enjoyable. 
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Thank you very much. 


